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R891The biofuels debate in the European 
Union has long been seen as a battle 
between politicians intent on finding 
a viable alternative to fossil fuels 
and campaign groups that claim the 
creation of biofuels creates potential 
environment damage, cuts into food 
production, and may be of limited 
effect in tackling climate change.
But in a move to acknowledge 
concerns about the increasing 
complexity surrounding biofuels, a 
European Union committee voted last 
month to lower the union’s target for 
using traditional food crops to create 
biofuels to add to petrol and diesel.
The European Parliament’s industry 
committee endorsed the European 
Commission’s proposal that 10 per 
cent of all road transport fuel should 
come from renewable sources by 
2020. But the panel suggested that 
at least four per cent of the biofuels 
should be provided by electricity or 
hydrogen derived from renewable 
sources and ‘second generation’ 
biofuels, which would largely be 
sourced from waste vegetation, 
whole non-crop plants or algae. That 
would leave just six per cent coming 
from traditional biofuels made from 
grains or other food stocks. At the 
moment around three per cent of the 
fuel consumed in Europe comes from 
biofuels.
The committee also backed an 
interim goal of five per cent of 
road transport fuel from renewable 
resources by 2015, of which one fifth 
should not be crop-based biofuels.
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Biofuel debate deepensThe original ten per cent biofuel 
target for road transport came in for a 
lot of criticism in recent months, with 
detractors arguing that first generation 
biofuels, such as ethanol, require 
the growing of food crops for this 
purpose.
And detractors were also quick 
to lay part of the blame for recent 
soaring food prices on the diversion of 
crops into biofuel.
Globally, there is little food crop 
capacity to spare under current 
demands. Food prices are partly 
to blame for adding 75 million 
people to the world’s hungry in 
2007, the UN’s Food and Agriculture 
Organisation said last month. In 
the same year, the UN special 
rapporteur on the right to food, 
Jean Zigler, called biofuels “a crime 
against humanity”. His comments 
followed earlier warnings from 
Al Gore who said: “The danger 
with biofuels is that extremely 
valuable forests will be destroyed 
unnecessarily.”
The EU’s proposed mixture of 
second generation biofuels and fuels 
from other renewable sources may 
appear to address the problems 
highlighted by some environmentalists Questioned: Early enthusiasm for palm oil as a potential biofuel has been challenged by growing demand for it as a foodstuff and the potential 
environmental damage caused by plantations. (Picture: Tengku Mohd Yusof/Alamy.)
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problems.
The label ‘second generation’ 
can still include fuels derived from 
products with major environmental 
or other impacts. While the use 
of waste vegetable matter from 
established agricultural or forestry 
activities is seen as one of the 
most desirable sources, other more 
worrying non-food sources exist. 
Monoculture plantations of trees 
or grasses could overtake natural 
habitat with wider environmental and 
social impacts.
The biofuels industry also 
argues that the second generation 
technologies are still a long way 
off. They say that electricity used to 
fuel electric cars could come from 
environmentally unfriendly coal-based 
power stations.
The move to reduce the amount of 
current biofuels used in the EU could 
also curb the growth of a market 
sought by biofuel producers such as 
Brazil, Malaysia and Indonesia.
The EU decision led to immediate 
concern by the Malaysian and 
Indonesian governments. The 
Malaysian commodities minister 
described the move as illogical and 
wondered how the EU would get its 
supply of biofuel when three major 
sources of raw materials from palm 
oil, rapeseed and soya were rejected.
He also argued that Malaysia and 
Indonesia were seeking to establish 
sustainable oil palm production. And 
if this proved acceptable, “whether it’s 
used for food or fuel doesn’t matter 
because it is sustainable anyway,”  
he said.
Brazil is the second largest 
producer of ethanol in the world, 
after the US. However, it is the only 
country with the potential to become 
an exporter because of the greater 
efficiency of creating ethanol from 
sugar cane, compared with ethanol 
produced from corn or beet as in the 
US. And to complicate things, Brazil 
does not see its sugar cane grown for 
biofuel, an industry it has developed 
since the 1970s, as a food. “Brazil is 
the world’s largest sugar cane and 
sugar ethanol producer and their 
government tends to class sugar cane 
as a non-food crop”, says Almuth 
Ernsting, at the industry monitoring 
organisation Biofuelwatch.
Brazilian ethanol production is 
expected to rise from 22.3 billion 
litres last year to 50 billion litres in 
2015, according to some projections. 
Consumption in turn will rise to 32 
billion litres per year, which would 
leave 18 billion litres for export in 
Insights: Research on the grass Miscanthus is showing the potential and the limits to its use 
as a possible source of biofuel, but basic research is providing metabolic insights that may be 
of wider interest. (Picture: courtesy of the University of Illinois.)2015. This year Brazil is expected 
to export about four billion litres of 
ethanol to the US, Europe, Japan and 
the Caribbean.
And Brazil is also well-positioned to 
exploit demand for second generation 
biofuel crops. It already has large 
eucalyptus plantations, currently 
linked largely to the charcoal, pulp 
and paper industries.
If second generation biofuels 
became commercially viable then 
these types of plantation could 
be expanded substantially. Fast-
growing trees grown on monoculture 
plantations in the tropics, including 
eucalyptus, are likely to be one of 
the preferred feed stocks for second 
generation biofuels which could have 
major environmental impacts.
“People use the term second 
generation biofuel for any fuel 
made from a non-food crop, so they 
include jatropha,” says Kenneth 
Richer from Friends of the Earth. 
“The only difference between 
jatropha and maize is that you can’t 
actually eat the jatropha fruit. You are 
still only using the fruit to make the 
oil and it’s still competing for land.” 
Jatropha has been championed as 
a tropical tree that will grow in dry 
marginal lands, but it clearly has 
limitations.
But one certainty is that the issue 
of biofuels is driving research. The 
development of methods to optimally 
process second generation biofuel 
material is under intense investigation 
but currently looks expensive and 
some way off. The potential in algae 
is causing considerable interest but 
the commercial growing, harvesting 
and processing will demand quite 
novel technologies. Shell is investing 
in the technologies needed to create 
biofuels using straw and wood, but 
the company believes they will not be 
available for 5 to 10 years.
And, at a more basic level, work 
on other potential biofuel crops, 
such as the giant grass Miscanthus, 
is intensifying. A major research 
programme at the University of Illinois 
has revealed some of the basis of 
its cold tolerance, with potential in 
breeding programmes and genetically 
modifying other species.
Analysts say that a couple of 
years ago biofuels looked like the 
perfect solution for the EU. But the 
longer-term impact on food prices, 
deforestation and environment 
prompted a rethink.
